Strategies for Chinese Universities to Cope with the Challenges of the Financial Crisis  by Qifeng, Zhou
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  77 ( 2013 )  149 – 152 
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Beijing Forum
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.03.070 
Selected Papers of Beijing Forum 2009
Strategies for Chinese Universities to Cope with the
Challenges of the Financial Crisis
Zhou Qifeng
President, Peking University 
© 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Beijing Forum.
Friends and distinguished guest,
In the first place on behalf on Peking University, one of the organizers of Beijing Forum 2009, I would
like to extend warm welcome and sincere gratitude to our friends and distinguished guests attending the
forum. My topic is “Strategies for Chinese Universities to Cope with the Challenges of the Financial
Crisis”. Actually I myself have not made an in-depth research in this regard, but I hope to evoke further 
reflection and elicit valuable opinions on the relevant issues from my fellow scholars.
As is known to all, within two years after the subprime crisis outbreak in the United States in 2007, the
financial crisis has been inexorably encroaching upon the other lands of the world. In spite that different
countries have implemented certain measures to “stimulate economy”, the entity economy is embroiled in 
the financial crisis as well. Throughout the world there are few signs indicating full recovery of economy.
Though the financial crisis does not take a heavy toll on Chinese financial sector, Chinese entity
economy suffers a lot from the crisis and the foreign-funded or foreign trade-related industries bear the
brunt of the recession. In the first half of 2009 China’s foreign trade volume totaled $946.12 billion, down
by 23.5% against the same period of the previous year. To be detailed, the export was down by 21.8% and 
import 25.4%. As of the last year, the growth rate of China’s GDP notably dropped. Between 2003 and 
2007, China’s GDP kept at an increase rate of over 10%. Due to the financial crisis, the figure for 2008
dropped to 9%, 4 percentage points lower than that of the previous year. In the first three quarters of 2009 
the growth rate of GDP further decreased to 7.7%. China’s government revenues had been maintaining a
two-digit increase rate since 1992, and particularly dramatic increase rates of 22.5%, 32.4% and 19.5%
were recorded for the year 2006, 2007 and 2008 respectively. However, in the first half of 2009 minus
increase showed as the growth rate was 2.4% lower as compared with the same period of the preceding
year.  
The financial crisis also impinges on China’s higher education. First, the increase rate of the fiscal
input into higher education is expected to be lowered dramatically. Since enrollment expansion of college
students was implemented in 1999, the increase rate of fiscal input into higher education had been kept at 
over 10% up to 2007 with the figures for 2006 and 2007 being 23.0% and 30.4% respectively. In light of 
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the research by School of Education, Peking University, the increase rates of fiscal input into higher 
education in 2008 and 2009 are expected to be reduced by a large margin. Second, the non-fiscal input 
into higher education is stuck in stagnation, which can be explained as follows: on the one hand it is hard 
to raise tuition. In recent years the tuition has been kept at a certain level while the enrollment of college 
students shows at most a slow increase. Considering the financial crisis, it is inadvisable or inappropriate 
to raise the tuition when some students suffer financial straits because their parents may be losing jobs or 
earn meager income. On the other hand, the decease of social donation and less involvement of non-
official organizations in education coupled with the recession’s impingement on the reserve funds of 
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are also responsible for the stagnation. The downturn in Chinese 
stock markets leaves the mutual funds held by Chinese HEIs hard to earn high profits and in some cases 
minus growth even appears. Still as known to all, the Chinese government has launched a 4-trillion RMB 
package plan for economy stimulus in a bid to cope with the financial crisis, but the investment for the 
social undertakings of education, health and culture altogether only accounts for 4% of the package. The 
education investment will be mainly allocated for the development of primary education in the western 
part of China while higher education is beyond the investment planning. In addition, the financial crisis 
has affected the employment of the HEIS’ graduates. With the intensifying marketization, China sees the 
foreign-funded and small-and-medium enterprises turn to be the main providers of job opportunities while 
the state-owned and collective enterprises are shrinking in number and size. However, because of the 
difficulties wrought by the financial crisis on the foreign-funded and small-and-medium enterprises, the 
labor market witnesses an evident decrease of job vacancies. As made public by the Chinese government, 
the graduates’ employment rate decreased to 68%, down to a point below 70% for the first time. The 
number of graduates from Chinese colleges and universities in 2009 hits 6.11 million, so it can be 
calculated that the employment rate standing at 68% means as many as 2 million graduates fail to get 
employed upon graduation. 
Take Peking University for example: among the fiscal input into this university, the third-phrase input 
of No. 985 project is yet to be put in place. As for the non-fiscal revenues, this year the social donation is 
likely to dwindle as compared with the past few years. A few entities in donation agreement with Peking 
University have applied for a delay in honoring their agreements; the performance of the mutual funds is 
not satisfactory either; and in terms of the education income, just take the students from Japan and 
Republic of Korea for example who account for a good proportion of international students in Peking 
University, it is obvious that the financial crisis has forced these students’ as well as their family members 
to cut expenditure. Though nearly no sign implies any sort of deterioration when comparing this year with 
the previous year in terms of the graduates’ employment rate and job destination, the graduates’ survey 
conducted by the School of Education of Peking University shows the to-graduate students feel mounting 
pressure about the future job-hunting and have lowered expectation for the future job. It deserves our 
attention and concern that the “disadvantaged groups” among the college students, e.g., those in abject 
poverty, have to bear the heavy financial burden and confront many other problems in job-hunting. 
Though the whole world is engulfed in the financial crisis, different countries, areas and industries are 
influenced by it to varying extents. As the largest rising economy as well as the largest market in the 
world, China maintains an economic increase rate relatively high despite the crisis and continues to serve 
as a potent engine for the world’s economic growth. Meanwhile, Chinese government has taken proactive 
coping strategies and made ready efforts in the global actions conducive to resolving the financial and 
economic crisis.  
Chinese HEIs go on without suffering the crisis-incurred blow as much as the international 
counterparts thanks to China’s relatively stable economic development and government revenues. But one 
thing we must be aware of is that the not-so-heavy blow does not in the least signify we are more capable 
of coping and conquering the risks. As is the case in China’s financial sector, this sector’s low maturity 
and limited openness explain why the financial crisis’ impingement on it is not so serious. As shown by a 
Chinese ancient teaching, “Inability to see beyond ferments potential trouble beneath”. As administrators 
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of HEIs, we should do even better in forestalling troubles by taking warning signals from and learning 
from the crisis. What should be taken into our consideration is more than the higher education itself since 
the missions, problems and problem-settlement strategies of higher education all deserve our deep 
reflection.  
With respect to the crisis settlement, some of our counterparts awfully suffering from the crisis make 
shining examples for us to follow. Take Harvard University of the United States for example. The profits 
from the mutual funds had been one of the most essential sources of revenue to cover the expenses 
incurred in the profit and non-profit causes of the university, accounting for about one third of the total. 
The value of the mutual funds held by Harvard University has depreciated a lot, which leaves the 
university in financial difficulties. In face of the difficulties Harvard has taken a series of measures, such 
as putting an end to the construction of some infrastructure facilities, whittling down the staff expenses 
and reinforcing centralized purchasing. With a long tradition of acting as the higher education leader, 
Harvard is unfazed by the current quagmire, but confident about its pliability to tide it over. More 
significantly, coping strategies against the crisis reveal the far-sight and the sense of mission and social 
responsibility of a top-notch university. Specifically, despite the current straits, financial aid and 
scholarships for Harvard students and funds for teaching and research which serve to best underscore the 
irreplaceable functions and historic missions of universities are not cut by a penny. As one of the most 
influential employers in Massachusetts, Harvard concerns itself with the staff cut’s influence upon the 
locals’ employment and welfare. The attitude, thoughts and moves of Harvard University in confronting 
the crisis are all worth us Chinese HEIs learning from. 
As a representative research-oriented university in China, Peking University has its reflection upon the 
influence on universities of the financial crisis, or in a broader sense, of the economic cycle. I’m ready to 
share with you my points of view in this regard.  
First, the current financial crisis warns us that a university should have long-term planning and 
development strategies in place which are centered on the historic mission and the cultural outlook as well 
as the essential value embraced by the university. The first and foremost mission of a university is to 
contribute to the accumulation of human knowledge and facilitate people to access knowledge, in other 
words, the primary task for a university is to carry out research and teaching concerning knowledge and 
knowledge pursuit, secondly, a university is on its mission to seek and disseminate the universal value of 
mankind. As indicated by Great Learning, a Chinese classical masterpiece, “The pursuit of learning holds 
its significance in enlightening one on the ways and values of refinement and inclining the general public 
to improve themselves such that the world becomes a desirable place to live in.” In whatsoever 
circumstances, especially when confronted with difficulties or crises, the university should firmly sticks to 
its mission and unswervingly upholds its value. 
Second, the university should pay ample attention to the norm of economic and social transformations 
including that of the economic cycle’s evolution so as to work out rules and strategies to avert and cope 
with risks. As such, the university in sound development takes precautions before it is too late, 
conscientiously doing a good job in reserving resources and establishing a warning mechanism. Such 
thoughts and moves should be included in the long-term planning and development strategies.  
Third, the immediately above point requires the university to adopt a fairly flexible system. First of all, 
in line with the university’s core mission consensus should be reached upon the establishment of an order 
of priorities among the numerous and complicated affairs to be handled. Under special conditions some 
projects must be ensured to be fulfilled while some others can be dispensed with. There is no such thing as 
“rigid constraint”. The non-priorities such as the mechanisms on employment and payment allow for 
flexible adjustment, which is embedded in and suggested by the wording of “non-priorities”. 
Fourth, it merits our note that the university should not quit market when the going gets tough, 
although sometimes the risks and losses in the market throw people into panic and perplexity. The 
university can and should do something in the market, but never cringe at the risks, since the courage and 
wisdom of a university enables it to battle with risks. Though it is just a recent case for Chinese 
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universities to mobilize resources in the market economy which is yet to get mature, it is significant for 
them to further such endeavor. Sticking to the road of raising funds from multiple channels and operating 
mutual funds in the modern market economy, Chinese universities should learn to avert and conquer the 
risks of the market, which is an up-to-date requirement upon the university that it should be open. 
Fifth, China is a great nation bound to shoulder its responsibilities, so there is no reason for Chinese 
college students to be less than cooperative or lacking in team spirit. Collective actions involving 
cooperation at the international level should be taken to resolve the world-wide financial crisis. Chinese 
universities should do their due contributions to tackling the crisis by enhancing cooperation with 
international counterparts and undertaking international responsibilities, in a bid to tide over the current 
straits together with the international partners.   
One more thing, it is advisable for a university administrator to be aware of the importance of will and 
confidence. It is significant to steel the belief and boost the confidence of the people under his charge or 
among the relevant academic communities. With the public’s attention focusing on it, the university is 
duty-bound to disseminate its belief and confidence and serves as a qualified guide holding high up the 
bright torch.  
To wrap up, what core tasks face today’s Chinese research-oriented universities in addressing the 
financial crisis? In my point of view, the universities should press ahead with reforms, advance the 
research and teaching, foster and constantly improve their “core competence”. As pointed out by Premier 
Wen Jiabao in his inspection and investigation tour to Zhongguancun Science Park on December 27, 2008, 
three relationships must be handled properly in coping with the global financial crisis: one is the 
relationship between the present and the future. The endeavor in overcoming the difficulties close at hand 
should be coordinated with that devoted to maintaining sustainable economic development and uplifting 
the core competence of economy. The second concerns addressing the ostensible factors and the root 
causes responsible for the problems. By addressing the root causes, it is meant that innovation-based 
industries should be cultivated so as to turn out products with high intellectual content and thus high 
added value. The third has to do with the relationship between economy on the one hand and science and 
technology on the other. It has been made clear that knowledge, science and technology as the elements 
most conducive to the security, competence and sustainable development of economy play fundamental 
roles in coping with the financial straits. Minister Zhou Ji of Ministry of Education of China also stressed 
at the video conference themed on “Playing the pillar role of HEIs’ technology to contribute to smooth 
and sound economic development” on April 10 that HEIs should fully play out their strengths in talent 
and technology so as to serve as potent forces in fighting against the financial crisis. As suggested by 
Minister Zhou Ji, the Chinese government has identified science and technology as one of the five pillars 
to rely on in tackling the crisis, which constitutes a strategic decision embodying prudent consideration of 
the present as well as the future situations. As an important component of the state innovation system, 
HEIs enjoy the conditions, have the capabilities and shoulder responsibilities to play a pillar role in 
confronting the financial crisis and promoting the smooth and sound development of economy and 
provide more active services in terms of technology and talent support for the economic and social 
development .  
In my view, the missions for us public research-oriented universities are clear enough. Let us make 
joint efforts to fulfill these tasks and make contributions to opening up the even brighter future of higher 
education of China and the world at large. Thank you!   
 
